W. H. Sheffer Carting Co., South Park Ave, about 1910. 


by Ethelyn Weller 


Lackawanna is one of the youngest 
centers of population in Erie County. 
For several centuries, the area was the 
hunting ground and home of Indian tribes. 
After passing through the hands of Robert 
Morris, Western New York was sold to the 
Holland Land Company, which not only 
sold land to the farmers, but was also 
responsible for the surveying of the roads 
and range lines throughout the area. 

Lackawanna was originally a part 
of the Town of Seneca, which was formed 
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from parts of Cheektowaga, Black Rock, 
Hamburg, and East Hamburg in 1851. 
The new town had been a part of the old 
Buffalo Creek Reservation, which was not 
within the holdings of the Holland Land 
Company. In 1852 the town was renamed 
West Seneca. 

West Seneca was settled mostly 
by farmers, many of German origin. 
Perhaps the most famous were the 
“Ebenezers” who settled in the area 
which had been the Buffalo Creek Res- 
ervation. 


The controversies between the 
eastern and western sections of West 
Seneca over roads and payment for some 
of the town improvements and _ their 
different lines of development led to 
the separation of the Limestone Hill 
section from the rest of the town. This 
was the highly industrialized western 
portion. After some debate it was de- 
cided to call the new town Lackawanna. 
The area grew rapidly and in 1909, the 
Town of Lackawanna received its charter 
as a city. 


Much of Lackawanna’s develop- 
ment has depended on the steel industry. 
The railroads through West Seneca and 
the long break wall constructed by the 
federal government in the late 1890’s at 
the east end of Lake Erie made that 
part of the lakeshore an excellent location 
for industry. In 1900, the Lackawanna 
Steel Company of Scranton, Pennsylvania, 
erected a branch plant on the Lake Erie 
shore in the part of West Seneca then 
known as Limestone Hill. This plant 
soon became the greatest individual steel 


Bethlebem Steel Company. 


plant in the world and incorporated many 
innovations. The first two blast furnaces 
of the plant began operation in 1903. 
The mill started actual operation in Octo- 
ber of that same year, and expansion 
was rapid. 

In 1922, this plant was acquired 
by the Bethlehem Steel Company, which 
later purchased other small plants such 
as the Kalman Steel Company in 1931 
and the Seneca Iron & Steel Company in 
1932. One huge complex was formed 
which today is known throughout the 
world for its products bars, 
strips, sheets, rails, tie plates, many types 
of structural shapes, castings of various 
kinds, and other specialized products. 
A by-product, slag, is widely used by the 
Buffalo Slag Company, a sub-contractor 
of Bethlehem, for building roads and 
for other structural uses. Another sub- 
sidiary of Bethlehem, the Buffalo Tank 
Corporation, manufactures welded steel 
plate. 


such as 


Bethlehem owns one canal opening 
from Lake Erie which is used by its six 
ore freighters and by other ships which 
have business with the plant. In the 
summer of 1971, the largest ore freighter 
on the Great Lakes, owned and operated 
by Bethlehem, will be launched at Erie, 
Pennsylvania. 

Basic oxygen furnaces have been 
in operation at Bethlehem since 1964. One 
furnace is the first of its type in New York 
State and is considered one of the coun- 
try’s largest and most modern. A new 
battery of 76 coke ovens was recently 
installed. 

Bethlehem is making big strides in 
a program to reduce air pollution. Its 
furnaces no longer belch dust-laden smoke 
without control, and the goal is to eventu- 
ally reduce the discharge of other pol- 
lutants into the air. A continuing program 


Bethlehem Steel Company, 1914. 


is also reducing water pollution. 


Bethlehem has fully staffed Fire 
and Police Departments. Their clinic has 
all the facilities of a small hospital, 
including an operating room for emergency 
cases, and doctors and nurses are on duty 
at all times. 

Father Baker’s activities were an- 
other great boost to Lackawanna’s 
growth. At the intersection of Ridge 
Road and the old Plank Highway which 
ran from Buffalo to Hamburg, a small 
wooden frame Roman Catholic Church 
was built in 1850. It was replaced in 
1873 by a larger brick building and named 
St. Patrick’s. The Rev. Thomas F. Hines 
said Mass and acted as superintendent of 
St. John’s Protectory, an orphanage built 
near the church in 1864. In 1849, St. 
Joseph’s Male Orphan Asylum was organ- 
ized in Buffalo. After moves to Lancaster 
and then again to Buffalo, the institution 
found a permanent home on Limestone 
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Hill in the Town of West Seneca in 1872. 
The Rev. Nelson Baker, a young 
priest, later to be known as the Padre of 
the Poor or the Little Man of God, acted 
as assistant to Father Hines for five years. 
When Father Hines was transferred to 
another assignment, Father Baker was 
recalled to take charge of St.Patrick’s 
Church and the orphanages. These insti- 
tutions grew rapidly under Father Baker’s 
direction. In 1897, a new Protectory 
building was completed containing a libra- 
ry, gymnasium, recreation rooms, and a 
playground. A trade school was organized 
to train older boys for employment. They 
were then sent to the Working Boys Home 
in Buffalo which was also supervised by 
Father Baker. In 1906, an infants’ home 
was added to this complex and in 1919, 


Father Baker founded Our Lady of Vic- 
tory Maternity Hospital, later to become 
one of the Buffalo area’s finest general 
hospitals. A large parochial school is also 
connected with the parish. 

As a 33-year old Niagara Univer- 
sity seminarian, Father Baker visited the 
shrine of Notre Dame des Victores in 
Paris. He was so impressed with the shrine 
and the statue of Our Lady of Victory 
above the main altar that he decided to 
make his own life one of service to Our 
Lady of Victory. His dream came true in 
the various institutions he helped to found, 
but his greatest joy was in the building and 
consecration of the Basilica of Our Lady 
of Victory in 1926. This shrine, built with 
donations raised by Father Baker, was 
the second basilica in the United States. 
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The dome, 251 feet in circumference, 
was then the second largest in the 
United States, surpassed only by that of 
the Capitol in Washington, D.C. The 
shrine is built of white marble in the 
Renaissance style. 

People of many nationalities live 
in Lackawanna. This has resulted in the 
establishment of clubs and other societies 
related to the interests of various ethnic 
groups and in the organization of a 
variety of churches, among them Polish, 
Hungarian, Italian, Serbian, Croatian, Afri- 
can, and Greek. Lackawanna has several 
Roman Catholic and Protestant churches. 

The first school in the Lackawanna 
area was built about 1851. It was a small 
frame building with only one room. Al- 
though a woman was usually employed 


for the spring and fall weeks, a man taught 
during the winter as it was thought he 
could better discipline the older boys who 
attended school only during that time of 
the year. In 1896, another school was 
built, a wood frame structure with two 
stories and a basement. The two class- 
rooms on each floor seated 50 pupils each. 

The erection of 454 houses by the 
Lackawanna Steel Company for its em- 
ployees necessitated the establishment of 
another small school which was soon 


overcrowded. In 1925,a fourth school was 
opened in the City of Lackawanna. Since 
then, the system has been continually 
enlarged and modernized until today Lack- 
awanna has several excellent elementary, 
junior and senior high schools. There are 
also a school for the physically handi- 
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capped, an Occupational Education 
School, a Vocational Education depart- 
ment, and classes to aid’ both the youth 
and adults of Lackawanna. 

The library was another important 
addition to Lackawanna’s social and educ- 
ational life. It was begun by a women’s 
organization known as “‘The Pioneer Study 
Club.” In 1914, negotiations for assist- 
ance began with the Andrew Carnegie 
Corporation, although a grant did not 
materialize until 1922. In 1915, the 
Lackawanna Common Council pledged 
$2,000 for maintenance if a suitable 
library could be installed. Because of 
difficulty in procuring a site, not until 
1919 was the old cemetery on Ridge 
Road acquired through state legislative 
action. Construction began as soon as all 
those interred were removed, and a fine 
library was dedicated on July 10, 1922. 
The Lackawanna Public Library has since 
been enlarged and several special depart- 
ments have been added. It is now a 
member of the Buffalo and Erie County 
Public Library system. 


The population growth resulting 
from the establishment of the Lackawanna 
Steel Company made police protection 
necessary. Accordingly, a Constabulary 
was set up, for the most part to handle 
drunks and petty gamblers. In 1905, the 
first Police Station was erected on Ridge 
Road near Center Street. When Lack- 
awanna was formally incorporated as a 
city in 1909, a Police Department replaced 
the old Constabulary. Ray Gilson re- 
tained the office of chief until his retire- 
ment in 1943. Today, the Department is 
modern and has all the facilities necessary 
for a large industrial city. Radio-equipped 
cars provide communication between po- 
lice cars, ambulances, fire apparatus, the 
Sheriff’s office, and Police Headquarters. 
Lackawanna has operated an excellent 
police training school for its force since 
1926. 

Until its incorporation as a city, 
the Lackawanna area was protected from 
fire by the Volunteer Fire Departments 
from West Seneca and other areas. A 
fully organized city Fire Department was 


then inaugurated. Bethlehem Steel also 
operates a fully equipped fire department 
for the protection of its many buildings. 
This department and the city departments 
assist each other whenever necessary. 

The very early roads of West 
Seneca were little more than Indian trails. 
Although improved by the time Lack- 
awanna became part of the town, many 
were still narrow and not well paved. 
Shortly after incorporation, therefore, 
Lackawanna instituted a program of street 
improvements which resulted in the open- 
ing of new streets and the widening and 
repaving of the older ones. 

There have been vast improvements 
in Lackawanna’s transportation systems. 
The New York State Thruway passes near 
the city. The Father Baker Bridge has 
made access easier to Buffalo and the 


Niagara Thruway. Direct traffic is possible 
through the entire length of Lackawanna 
eliminating many hazards and traffic diffi- 
culties. 

Two railroads are active in Lack- 
awanna -—-_ the Penn Central and the 
Baltimore & Ohio lines. The South 
Buffalo Railway is owned and operated 
by Bethlehem to serve the company and 
several surrounding plants. 

Lackawanna today is a busy door- 
way to Buffalo and, along its southern 
boundaries, to the wider country along 
Lake Erie. It can rightfully be considered 
a “world” city as the products of the 
Bethlehem Steel Company are shipped 
to many countries, and visitors from 
all over the world come to pray in the 
Basilica. 


Our Lady of Victory Basilica and Father Baker’s Homes of Charity. 
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